
ness outside. Victoria took a
quick glance.

“Well, you took a shower,”
she replied facetiously.

Christina packed the car,
cursed and talked about the
gravity of the situation. Vic-
toria didn’t like that, so they
fought.

“She just wanted me to be
quiet,” Christina said. “She
was recoiling… In denial…
Didn’t think it was going
to be that bad and said I
needed to calm down.”

Christina continued
packing. Victoria still
wanted to wait until noon
— or until they heard word
from an official.

She handed Christina a
jacket, some squash soup,
pillows, an umbrella and
her phone book. Christina
grabbed photos, tubs with
documents in them, clothes
and the safe.

Victoria looked for her
birth certificate to give to
Christina, but couldn’t find
it. Instead, she handed her
an ID that expired nearly
10 years ago — before she
partially lost her vision and
had to stop driving.

Then the power went out.
Victoria lit candles and

Christina blew them out.
Her mother just lit more
and stayed on the phone
with Mary.

Feeling defeated, Chris-
tina left. She turned on her
headlights and drove away
around 10 a.m. She later
learned the blaze had rav-
aged her home and claimed
her mother’s life sometime
between 11 a.m. and noon.

The drive
Much was said within

those 90 minutes. Chris-
tina replayed the fight in
her mind as she drove to
Chico. She was angry and
frustrated, yet the over-
whelming feeling that she
should’ve turned around to
force her mother out of the
apartment and into the car
consumed her.

“I didn’t give enough
time, I was seriously pack-
ing up the car with all of
this stuff — it was com-
pletely full and not enough
of her stuff really,” she said.
“And then she didn’t want
me to take her laptop, like
‘No don’t touch that…Don’t
touch the suitcase!’”

She blasted music in the
car so she wouldn’t think,
but there was one thought
she couldn’t shake.

“I probably wouldn’t see
her again,” she said as her
voice broke. “… And that
was it.”

She drove from Copeland
Road to Nunneley Road to
Pearson Road to Skyway.
Vehicles crawled in gridlock
traffic. She couldn’t turn the
car around.

“I had a chance to save
her and I just didn’t do it,”
Christina said.

The Tafts
They lived their whole

lives together — just them
two.

Christina, 25, is a busi-
ness major at Chico State
University and is expecting
to graduate next fall. Her
mother, though listed as
Victoria Taft in reports of
those who died in the Camp
Fire, was known as Vicki by
everyone.

Vicki, 66, was a stay-at-
home mom. She was born
Nov. 11, 1951 in Pennsylva-
nia, but grew up in Los An-
geles.

Her family was immersed
in the entertainment indus-
try. Vicki’s mother did some
modeling and her father
was a cameraman. Her half-
brother was a screenwriter.

She attended UCLA but
never finished. She worked
in real estate, and was ac-
tress and a stunt double
until she got injured on the
set of “Dick Tracy” around
1989.

Her IMDB page says she
is known for her roles in the
1991 film “Checkered Flag”
and the 1981 film “Malibu
Hot Summer,” which also
featured Kevin Costner.
But, Vicki often wouldn’t
share the details of her
past life with Christina. She
would simply say she didn’t
remember.

When they moved to Par-
adise in 2008 after spend-
ing 12 years in Arizona and
three in Southern Califor-
nia, Vicki joined the Lions
Club for a time and enjoyed
making friends at the free
church lunches in town.

Vicki liked to watch old
sitcoms — mainly comedies
and romances, anything
lighthearted. She was the
type of person who would
draw smiley faces on the
manager’s rent envelopes.

She would research
things online and could talk
for hours on the phone. Of-
ten, she would leave notes
around the house of things
she had to do or even just
thoughts. She wrote a book
called “Tara” once, Chris-
tina remembered, and en-
joyed writing cards.

“We may have our ups
and downs and all arounds
but deep in my heart I’ll
always love you and cher-
ish you!” Vicki scrawled in

a card to Christina for her
23rd birthday.

It now hurts to see her
mother’s handwriting on
cards and the backs of pho-
tos she managed to save.

For Christina’s 25th
birthday — less than a
month before the fire —
Vicki ordered a Hawaiian
pizza and stuck a candle in
it because Christina didn’t
like cake.

It would’ve been Vicki’s
birthday three days after
the fire started.

They were never apart
for long periods of time.
Christina tried to move
out once for six months in
the fall of 2013 — it didn’t
work for Vicki. She missed
her daughter, so Christina
moved back in.

They would sometimes
fight, especially when Vicki
would rearrange things in
Christina’s room or when
Christina would suggest
they move to Southern Cal-
ifornia, but she had never
seen her mother recoil the
way she did when they ar-
gued over evacuating.

Especially because it
wasn’t the first time they
had to do so.

In 2008, the Humboldt
Fire swept through south-
ern Paradise and burned
from Highway 32 across
Skyway. It scorched 23,344
acres and destroyed 87
homes, but no one died. It
was the same year Christina
and Victoria had moved to
Paradise into a place on
Skyway.

“The first time it was her
getting me out,” Christina
said. “But it was 10 years
ago and she could drive and
could see and we had calls
to leave.”

There were no calls this
time.

While her mother was so-
cial outside the house, they
mainly kept to themselves.
They didn’t have any fam-
ily in Paradise to call and
warn them like their neigh-
bor’s granddaughter had.

“By not having many
friends or family, we were
more at risk of dying,”
Christina said. “It was all
on us to find out what was
going on.”

The search
The drive to Chico took

nearly two hours. Once in
the city limits, Christina
pulled over to the side of the
road and frantically started

calling 9-1-1 to get help for
her mother.

The Butte County Sher-
iff’s Office logged her call
at 1:26 p.m. It listed that
her mother was on Cope-
land Road, blind, unable to
drive and would need to be
transported out.

Christina said she tried
calling 9-1-1 for six hours.

“I told them she had dis-
abilities and they were like,
‘Why didn’t she leave?’”
She said. “She didn’t know
it was a mandatory evacu-
ation and they were ques-
tioning me on why she
didn’t go.”

Every time she would
explain why her mother
didn’t go with her, Chris-
tina would become more
frustrated. She began to
text her friends to say that
her mother was probably
going to die.

She soon met up with a
friend she had made at the
university. With her moth-
er’s expired ID in hand,
Christina went searching
for Vicki at the evacuation
shelters and put her on the
missing list.

Around 6 p.m., on the
way to the Oroville Naza-
rene Church shelter, they
saw a California Highway
Patrol officer on the side of
the road. She pulled over to
ask him for help. He called
her evacuation request into
the command post.

“I didn’t realize you could
only do it in person or they
wouldn’t care,” she said. “I
realized that too, but you
know too late…Hours too
late.”

They checked the last
shelter around 10 p.m.—
nearly 12 hours after Chris-
tina had left Vicki behind.
There, Christina said she
could feel her mother’s
waves of energy around her.

She knew her mother was
dead. Her friend told her to
keep looking.

Christina received a call
a few days later from Al-
hambra County officials to
go in for a DNA swab — re-
mains had been found on
the property.

The call
Thanksgiving morning

was when Christina was
told the remains found on
the property matched her
DNA. But officials wouldn’t
tell her if they were found
inside or outside of their
apartment.

There were two calls.
She was driving to Ne-

vada City to spend Thanks-
giving with a Paradise
adopt-a-family when offi-
cials first called her to con-
firm the DNA match. The
second call — though Chris-
tina doesn’t fully remember
it — was to confirm Vicki’s
time of death.

Officials told her they
suspected the fire had hit
Copeland Road between 11
a.m. and noon.

“I only had one to two
hours to get her out,” Chris-
tina said. “When I was call-
ing it was pointless because
it was too late anyway.”

Vicki’s name was re-
leased on the fatality list
the Monday after. Chris-
tina still didn’t know if her
mother had died inside or
outside of their apartment.

It was only in person
that she saw the caution
tape roping off a block of
the space where her moth-
er’s body was found. It was
where their living room
once was, Christina said.
Probably by the window.

“She probably couldn’t
get out,” she said. “It was
disgusting imagining her
dying.”

The return
Vicki liked Paradise. Af-

ter living there for 10 years,
she didn’t want to leave.

“She would’ve been fine
with just me and her, her
whole life and I was getting
to be fine with that too and
then this happened,” Chris-
tina said.

She went up to Paradise
twice to see the remains of
their two-bedroom apart-
ment and doesn’t want to
go back.

“There’s nothing there,”
she said.

All that was left in the
rubble of the apartment
they had lived in for seven
years were broken cups
— including one that had
“love” written on it. Chris-
tina had given it to Vicki
as a gift for her birthday or
Mother’s Day.

There was also the cau-
tion tape.

“Twice is enough,” she
said.

The life after
Christina’s memory of

Nov. 8 and her conversation
with her mother a month
later is sparse. But, she
thinks about it constantly
and runs through scenar-
ios of what she could have
done to get her mother to
evacuate.

She could’ve discon-
nected the phone. She
could’ve called 9-1-1. She
could’ve said, “I love you, I
don’t want you to die — beg-
ging her.”

Thefirst twoweeksshewas
angry with law enforcement
officials fornotdoingenough.
Thesecondtwoweeks shebe-
gan to blame herself.

“80 percent of me was
saying no and then that 20
percent that wanted to just
run away and think about
myself won,” Christina said.
“Now it’s just that 80 per-
cent of me that’s just dying

inside every day.”
Days following the fire,

Christina watched and read
reports of people fighting
off the fire with hoses and
surviving. She saw videos of
people driving through rag-
ing flames and surviving.
She said she didn’t know
she could do that.

“I thought if fire got in
the street, you’d die right
then, but apparently not
with all these other people
staying with fire in their
yards,” she said. “It’s my
fault that I didn’t stay.

“Everyone says no, but
I was responsible for her…
They got their people out
— their family out — and I
just left.”

Christina now spends
most days getting to know
her mother. She reached out
to her estranged half-uncle
in Arizona, Vicki’s friends,
and searched for movies she
was in. Most recently, she
watched “Malibu Hot Sum-
mer.”

“I had asked her before
and she said no she wasn’t
in it,” Christina said as she
cracked a half smile. “I
watched it and it was her
— just thinner and younger,
you know?”

Christina is staying at
University Village until
May — thanks to a donation
from a Chico State business
program alumnus — but she
will need to find a place to
stay while she finishes her
degree in the fall.

After graduation, she
wants to move to Southern
California or Arizona and
maybe work to develop an
emergency communication
platform prototype to im-
prove centralized commu-
nication during emergen-
cies. She wants to name it
after her mother.

Often, she is busy gath-
ering resources or going to
school. At first, her finan-
cial situation made her feel
insecure, she said, but now
she mostly feels guilt.

“I left my mom there and
she died, that is the worst
thing I could have ever
done,” Christina said. “I’m
going to regret this my en-
tire life.”

The memorial
They never talked about

what Christina would do if
her mother died.

“It was just her and me,”
she said. “She didn’t have
insurance or any of that
stuff — we thought it was
creepy. She didn’t expect to
die.”

A memorial is scheduled
for Jan. 12, 2019. East Lawn,
a memorial and mortuary
service in Sacramento, do-
nated their cremation and
memorial services. Cre-
mation was always what
Vicki’s family had done
and Christina doesn’t want
to leave her mother in Butte
County when she leaves af-
ter graduation.

Many people have been
helping her plan the ser-
vices, but it is difficult for
her to process the details.

“That was really hard
for me to look at and final-
ize it,” she said. “I want my
mom back all the time con-
stantly and I can’t do any-
thing — it’s a nightmare.”

Christina doesn’t know
who will come to the me-
morial — her half-uncle and
some adopt-a-family friends
in Sacramento might.
Vicki’s phone book is full
of first-name-only entries,
making it difficult to find
her friends. Some aren’t in
the phone book, including
Mary, the last person Vicki
probably talked to on the
phone that day.

The memorial in Sacra-
mento will be a tribute to
Vicki’s life. Christina also
wants to have one in Chico
in the spring for her moth-
er’s friends in Paradise
to attend. She wants her
mother to be remembered
through photos and sto-
ries — even though it won’t
bring her back.

“She’d rather be alive than
sit in articles, she’d want to
just be with me — alive,”
Christina said. “She had
things to do, she had a life.”

If the Camp Fire hadn’t
happened, Vicki Taft would
have turned 67 that week-
end. She would have seen
her daughter graduate, get
married and have grand-
children — she had already
bought the baby clothes.

Christina’s eyes welled
with tears. She had forgot-
ten about the baby clothes
— but now they were gone
too.

“She didn’t deserve that
ending,” Christina said.

Contact reporter Bianca
Quilantan at 530-896-

Mom
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Victoria Taft with the Paradise Lions Club.

Saving you money everyday!

★ ★ COUPON ★ ★

DAILY COUPONDAILY COUPON
Get back more than the price
of this newspaper when you
redeem the daily coupon.
Watch for a new coupon in
this space daily!
or go to:
coupons.chicoer.comcoupons.chicoer.com

OUR WARRANTY: If any treated pests invade your home between
services, we’ll return to take care of the problem at NO EXTRA CHARGE!

FREE
Termite Inspection
Owner-occupied single family dwelling

Up to 2000sf in Chico/Durham/Paradise, not for mobile
home or real estate transaction, with coupon at service,

not valid with other offers, expires 1/31/19.

$25 Off
Mosquito Management

Discount off first mosquito service. Ask about
bundling mosquito service with ants, roaches,

spiders, fleas, rodents, other pests.
Mosquito management for structure and perimeter, with
coupon at service, not valid with other offers, minimum
charges apply, expires 1/31/19.

$25 Off
Pest or Weed Control

Discount on initial pest control for new 12-month
agreement, with coupon at service, not valid with other
offers, minimum charges apply, expires 1/31/19.

$75 Off
Termite Control

With coupon at service, not valid with other offers,
minimum charges apply, expires 1/31/19.

879-9111
pestmaster.com/ca-chico • facebook.com/pestmasternorthstate

Independently owned & operated serving the Butte County area

www.ChicoER.com
Facebook: facebook.com/ChicoER

Twitter: @ChicoER
Customer Service...............................879.7888
Paradise and Magalia area office ............................................... 877.7210
Hours: 6:30a.m. to 5p.m. Monday-Friday; 7:30a.m.-10:30a.m.
Saturday, Sunday.
Online: Manage your subscription at www.ChicoER.com.

Office.................................................400E. Park Ave., Chico, CA 95926
Subscription rates: 7day All Access subscription: $10.99per week
plus tax. Chico Enterprise-Record is a MediaNews Group Newspaper
published daily and Sundays. (USPS 104-200) (ISSN 0746-5548)
Periodical postage paid at the U.S. Post Office at Chico, CA under
the Act of Congress adjudicated a newspaper of general circulation
by a court decree No. 26,796. Publication No. 104200. Postmaster:
Please send address changes to P.O. Box 9, Chico, CA 95927-9998.
ARBITRATION AND SUBSCRIPTION TERMS AGREEMENT:
The subscription to the Enterprise-Record is a CONTINUOUS
SUBSCRIPTION, which means it will automatically renew at the end
of this initial term. Notice of cancellation must be provided before the
end of this SUBSCRIPTION TERM to avoid charges for an additional
term. You may cancel or modify your subscription at any time by
calling Customer Service at 530-879-7888. You will be billed at the
term you have selected, which shall be your SUBSCRIPTION TERM.
Future SUBSCRIPTION TERM prices are subject to change.
This Subscription Agreement grants you a FULLY PREPAID, NON-
REFUNDABLE license to receive and access the Enterprise-Record
for the duration of the SUBSCRIPTION TERM. No credit is offered for
vacation interruptions.
All home delivery subscriptions will automatically include up to four
Special Editions annually, including the Thanksgiving Edition, at an
additional cost of $4.00. The cost of these Special Editions will be
subtracted from the amount you paid for your subscription and will
shorten the length of its term UNLESS you OPT OUT of receiving
them. If you prefer not to receive these editions, you must call
Customer Service at 530-879-7888to OPT OUT. If you do not OPT
OUT, your account will be billed automatically and your term will be
shortened.
Digital online content is not subject to California sales tax. The sale
of printed newspapers is subject to sales tax reimbursement per Cal.
Code Regs, tit, § 1590(b)(1)
For more information on the terms of our ARBITRATION AND
SUBSCRIPTION TERMS AGREEMENT visit: http://local.
digitalfirstmedia.com/common/dfm/arbitrationandrefunds.pdf

Publisher
Jim Gleim.................... jgleim@bayareanewsgroup.com, 707.453.8189

Human Resources
Maureen Garrity............896.7752
mgarrity@chicoer.com
Editor
David Little ....................896.7793
dlittle@chicoer.com

News+Features: Tang Lor..................... news@chicoer.com, 896.7776
Sports Desk ..........................................sports@chicoer.com, 896.7779

Advertising Director
Fred Crosthwaite.......... 896.7751
fcrosthwaite@chicoer.com
General Manager
Mazi Kavoosi ................. 896.7719
mkavoosi@chicoer.com

| NEWS | ENTERPRISE-RECORD+MERCURY-REGISTER TUESDAY, DECEMBER 18, 20188 A


